COMMUNES AND AMERICAN SOCIETY

Part 3 ·

- a sociological view of communes today and a
glance at their historical counterparts of yesterday .-Conclusion.
-by Curtiss Ewing, M. A.

In all era when we can see the culmination of all
the earlier trends in American institutions, there is
again a wave of utopianism. Again, communes are
springing up and young people are takin g themselves
into the countryside and living in small, isolated
groups.
. . . . what are the most likely predictions one can
make concerning the futur e of America's utopian
communities?

Below: the tepee type structure at a contemporary
commune near Taos, New Mexico. Photograph by
Harvey Mudd II.

The "common sense" basis for predic tion of th e
fate of communes is the concept that most Americans
have, at some time in their youth, staged a rebellion
of sorts and have later recan ted and joined the system. Many people think of hippies and communards
in terms of themselves and, consequently, pr edict
the same future for the communes . Th ey see the
same causes and, therefore, the same results that

impinged on their own lives, as impinging on the
lives of comm une members.
However, two factors make the "common sense"
pr ed iction an unlik ely one. Th e first is that , even
were the kind of reb ellion of the communards the
same as that of pr evious adol escent rebellions, never
before in history has there been such a high proportion of peopl e in the youn g and reb ellious age group.
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The fact tha t over fifty per cent of the American
population is under the age of twenty-six comprises
a structural change in American society . The sheer
number of peopl e in this demographic category indicates that there probably will be some sort of effect from the change. In other words , it might be
said that alternative structures are springing up du e
to a shortage of available slots in American society
in comparison with the number of people needing to
be placed in those slots.
The second factor is that the groups to which
young people pr eviously belonged tended in the past
to have the sanction of the "elders." Fraternities and
sororities, though tolerating rebellious behavior, functioned, in fact , as parentally-approved organizations
for the purpose of limiting the associations of th e
memb ers to socially acceptable social strata. The Boy
Scouts and other groups served the interests of parents who were inclined to favor these organizations
because they helped to socialize the young into their
own cultural traditions. This cannot be said of the
communes. If communal society contains elements
of the cultural institutions in the larg er society, the
over-all effect is certainly not one to encourage participation in the American "system" in the usual
sense. Rather, the communes exist outside the influence of adults. Further, due to the supportive nature
of groups, practices that are strictly confin ed to youth
are much more powerfully encouraged by the cohesiveness and totali sm of the group life style than would
the same practices if they came under the influence
of parents and other adults. Th e power of the peer
group, the institutionalization of valu e systems , and
the rewarding nature of the prim ary group, as against
existence in the competitive American economy, all
militat e aga inst the prediction that accords with the
experience of adults who returned to the "system"
after a yout hfu l fling.
The second most frequently mad e speculation is
a single-cause account of the commune movement.
It sees the source of the behavior of youth in permissiveness and permissive child rearing. Psych ologistic predictions based on psychologistic causes of
the pers onality traits of young people ignore the qualitative changes that occur when cohesive groups
form.
Further, psychologistic explana tions fail to take
into account the possibility that the economy may
not be able to abs orb the high pr oportion of college
age youth regardless of their personality patterns. The
political disenfranchisement of youth, and the educational system, which has yet to discover an adequate
technique for educating in an era of mass society,
both militate aga inst accounting for hippy and commun e movements in term s of individualized persona lity tra its. In other words, permissive child rearing
may have had an effec t on the personalities of many
middle-class young people, but it is more likely that
a second social influence, the increasing dominance
of the teenage peer group, has had a greater infIu16

ence in the formation of communal structures. A
closer look at the economic opportunity for middleclass youth needs to be taken. Th ere is a very real
possibility that psychological alienation from American institutions is not merely an emotional state, but
rather that there is a concrete set of circumstances,
such as, saturation of the middle-class occup ational
labor market at the root of this larg e-scale alienation.
An historical mode of pr ediction of the fat e of
communes might be based on what we know about
the monastic movement of the middle ages . Th e monasteries gained the sanction and then the support of
Europea n societies, larg ely because they funct ioned
for these societies as repositori es for the technology
and knowledge of earlier ages ; they were refuges for
second sons who did not inhe rit und er the feudal
laws of primogeniture, and they took widows and
orphans who, otherwise, would ha ve become paupers.
Th ey functioned as libraries, museum s, social welfare
agencies, and models for the religious ideology. Were
communes to gain the support of the rest of society
for some function such as this, their future would be
assured .
Also the nineteenth century communes, in general, served as welfare agen cies. Th e Sha kers, the
Hutterit es, the L1anoites were self-supporting. T hey
did not utiliz e stat e facilities, such as mental institutions or charity homes, and they took out of the labor
market man y peopl e with skills which were not in
demand in a day when the immigration of unskilled
labor vastly outreached the number of unskilled jobs.
Th ey fur ther had the full support of American society,
except for the rar e occasion when society forced the
abolition of such pra ctices as polygam y among the
Mormons . Otherwise, utopian communities tend ed
to be seen as groups of God-f earing, ind ependent,
and productive individuals who had taken themselves
out of the competition for available jobs. In a few
cases, they even managed to force adjustments in the
American cultural tradition. Th e Shakers were responsible for forcin g a chan ge in the American legal
code to accept the legality of communal property.
If communes come to be seen as illustrations of
American ideals , or if they are recognized as desirabl e repositories for surplus people, or if they can be
seen in any way to function to the benefit of American society , their future may be long indeed. The
Hutterite communes lasted over four hundred years
and are still extant. They, howev er, have not ignored
the value of public relations, vis a vis, the larger society, and they have had a hand in shaping the positive view outsiders hold of their communities. At one
time in their history, the Hutterites developed a high
degree of skill in the production of medicines, in nursing, in cann ing and mechanics and, th erefore, the ir
servic es were much in demand by the local citizenry.
It is not out of the realm of possibility that communes
may find some set of services and functions roughly
duplicating those of the monasteries or the Hutterites, which would gain them the support of society.
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Regardless of the role communes may find to
play in the American social structu re, certain practices in the recent past have most certainly contributed to the commune movement. First of these has
been our practice of keeping our young peopl e in
mothballs, so to spea k, at universities for longer and
longer period s of time in ord er to train them for th e
adva nced technolo gical 'Skills necessary for careers
in a technocracy. .Further, the more complex knowledge be comes, the more there is to learn and th e
longe r it takes to learn it. Th e man who makes the
common sense pred iction ab out the future of commu nes forge ts that where a Bachelor's Degree would
suffice in his day, a Ph. D. is now ba rely sufficient.
Further, changes in family structure over the past
fifty years have red uced the cohesiveness and the
authority of the family and increased the influ ence
of the peer group. Young people hav e grown up more
acc ustomed to others of their own age, than did their
fath ers.
Political impotence in a mass society has been an
increasingly importan t factor in the defection from
tradi tional parties. The combination of rejection from
act ive particip ation in th e economic life of the country
during their most energe tic years; the rejection from
the possession of political influ ence and the inability
to form effective interest groups like oth er demographic categori es (such as labor unions ) du e to their
disenfranchisement , indicat es the possibility that the
communards hav e not reject ed American society as

much as American society has rejected them.
Further, the failure of the established churches
and schools to support the family in its effort to inculcat e traditional values in the young make them
less closely tied to the cultural traditions than were
their fath ers. Thus, it may be tru e that the tendency
of American society to refus e youth an active role is
reinforced by the very tenuous bonds between youth
and socie ty in the first place.
In sum, then, we have to reject single-factor answers for both the cause and the future of communes.
Histori cal pa rallels may shed light on some factors
involved, but no previous age had the special element
of the post-industri al society as its backdrop. Onl y
one thin g is certain. Th e number of communes is
growing. Th ey are the most num erous on the east
coast, the west coast, and Can ad a. Communes are
springing up in countries like Australia. There are
rural and urban communes. There ar e mystical and
political communes. No one knows the number of
youn g peopl e who are choosing this kind of life style,
but it is growing every day. Although the ideologies
and the institutions within these communities may
vary, the common elements are first, a homogenous
age group and second, th e small, face-to-face nature
of the communities. It may well be the smallness, the
primary relationships; and the easy comprehensibility
of the commune that is, in th e last analysis , the thing
that draws the young American individual into a
-Curtiss Ewing.
commune.

Lighting design -Harvey Peel, Coupland Moran Assoc. Architectural design -John Reed

The lighting application in the library at the New Mexico
Institute of Mining and Technology in Socorro, New Mexico
is what Albuquerque lighting designer Harvey Peel of Coupland Moran and Associates, refers to as "a concise example
of lighting for functiona l esthetics." The library ill ustrates
what good lighting design can accomplish in terms of complementing the architectural design wh ile enhancing the environmental requirements of the students who will study there.
Most structures require light, but too few people take

advantage of the benefits of a superior lighting design.
With planning and a creative approach, the beauty of a
structure can be literally "highlighted" at very little add itional expense.
Properly planned light for living creates beauty, comfort,
and good vision. Creative lighting allows the use of more
livable space with greater freedom and convenience. It also
makes a space appear larger, and colors and furnishings
will seem richer. Good lighting is a good investment.

PUBLIC SERVICE COMPANY OF NEW MEXICO
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serving New Mexico
and the EI Paso area
with

Quality Concrete Masonry Products
and many allied building mater ials
Modernfold W ood and Plastic Foldin g Doors
Hollow Metal Doors and Frames
Reinforcing and Fabricated Steel
Comme rcial Hardware
Steel sand Formica Toil et Partitions
Commercial Toilet Accessories
Mod erncote Vinyl Wall Covering
Residential and Commercial Steel and Aluminum W indows

Builders Block & Stone Co., Inc.

Builders Block & Supply Co., Inc.

Builders Block & Stone Co., Inc.

Builders Block & Supply Co., Inc.

P. o. Box 1633
Roswell , N. M. 88201
505 622·1321

P . o. Box 10284
Albuquerque, N. M. 87114
505 344·0851

P. O. Drawer FF
Las Cruces, N. M. 88001
505 524-3633
Telephone
EI Paso
915 532-9695

Mem be rs : New Mexico Concrete Ma sonry Associat ion. National Concrete Mas onrv Association

ALBUQUERQUE
TESTI NG LABORATORY
Sub-solI lnvestiqotions
For Structural and Dam Foundations

ARCHITECTURAL
SYSTE SCO PANY

Two Drills and Crews now
a vailable for Prompt Service

ACOUSTICAL CEILINGS
BUILDER'S HARDWARE

Laboratory Analysis and
Eva lua t ion of Const ruct ion Materials
All work done under the supervision
of Registered Professional Engineen

532 Jeffe rson St. N.E. Phone AL 5-8916
Phone AL 5- 1322

P. O. Box 4101
Albuque rque
New Mexico

DEMOUNTABLE
PARTITIONS

Box 3624
Albuquerque
345-3491

Ea rl A. Boule
Gerald P. Shultz A.H.C.
Don Welker

TOM L. DARWIN
COMPUTER PAYROLL SERVICES

VINYL WALL COVERINGS
FOR PROTECTIVE DECORATION

WEEKLY PAYROLL - - (5 - 500 EMPLOYEES )
LABOR COSTS
QUARTERLY REPORTS
PAYROLL REPORTS
W-2 fORMS
2622 SAN MATEO N. E.
255-9093

ALBUQUERQUE

87110

-OUT-Of-STATE INQUIRIES INVITED18
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KEYSON

HAS

THE

COATING

The exterio r wa ll su rfaces of th is bold new
st ructu re were coa ted w ith Keykrete cement itious coa ti ng. Whatever the character of a
project - commercia l, residential or inst itu tional- the use of Keykrete allows color
choice, gives pleasi ng textu re and app rec ia ble savi ngs .

KEYSON APPLI ED COATI NGS, Inc.
502 General Patch, S. E., Phone 298-7597
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO 87112

ALVAR ADO REALTY CO. BU ILDING
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXI CO
ARCH ITECTS-FLATOW, M OORE, BRYAN
A ND FAIRBU RN

•

•
•••

INSULATING CONCRETE

TO USE OUR COMPLETE
ARCHITECTURAL CONSULTATION
SERVICE FOR THE FOLLOWING
QUALITY PRODUCTS

by

2906 Broadway N.E. 87107 (505) 345-3621

FORMICA LAMINATES

CONGOLEUM
FLOORING

V INYL ASBESTOS AND
ASBESTOS TILE (T ILE TEX I

FORMICA
WALL SYSTEMS

CARPETING BY PATCRAFTJORGES-LUDLOW

M A RLIT E

CERAMIC TILE FOR FLOORS AND WALLS

KINNEY BRICK COMPANY INC.
Manufacturers of:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Distributors for:

MOST OF THE ABOVE PRODUCTS HAVE
LOCAL FACTORY REPRESENTATION
FACILITATING ACCURATE
SPECIFICATIONS .

Comm on Brick
• Summ it Brick Co.
Patio Brick
• Acme Brick Co.
Face Brick
• Major Brick Co.
Roman Brick
• Eureka Brick Co.
Norman Brick
• Texas Clay Products
" SCR" Brick
• • • • • • • •
Samples a nd informati on upon request

DISTRIBUTOR

Visit Our Office & Showrooms at Plant
5 miles South Just off of Second Street

ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO
P.O. 801 1804, 87103

Phone 877-4550

•

312 INDUSTRIAL AVENUE N . E.
ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. P. O. BOX 1963 87103
PHONE 344 -2317
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For Your Lawn Sprinkler Needs

NEUMARK CO.,

IN C.

4121 Edith, N.E. • Albuquerque. New Mexico 8710 7
(505) 344-8088

Over twenty years ex pe rience in desig n, d ist ribut ion a nd installati on of
quality lawn sp rinkler systems.

Weath

r~matic.

DESIGN

•

SUPPLIES

•

COMPLETE INSTALLATIONS

People/ Facilities/Change
Herman Miller's Action Office II is designed to
save space, reduce total cost and increase personnel efficiency. It's a facility concept based
on change. It welcomes change and includes
it in its original design concept. Revolutionary?
Yes. Yet it's a return to a common sense approach to the requirements of an office. You
are invited to see AOII in action ...
contact John Campbell at ...

design interiors, inc .
5021 lomas blvd. n. e.
albuquerque, 11. m . 87110
telephone 505 -26 8-4307

•I

Exterior -- Interior -- Super Bond
Applied Coatings -

(16 Colors )

Depicting the variety of colors of the great Southwest and
Rocky Mountain Region .
An unlimited number of textures and patterns can be de veloped with stucco. It can be finished rough or smooth, raked,
grooved or dashed. No other material used in construction has
more flexibility of form and mood to aid the Architect in
carrying out his design.
Manufactured in Albuquerque, New Mex ico, (is specially
formulated fo r the Southwest and Rocky Mounta in Region ) .

by
EL REY STUCCO FOG-KOTE SPRAY
IA' Colo r Stob iliz ing Sproy )
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"ee Reg" Stucco Co.

110 Ruth er ford N. E.
P. O. Box 6 122
NMA March·April 1972

Albuq ue rqu e, New Mex ico 87 107
Phone (505) 345-1208

NO JOB TOO LARGE-OR TOO SMALL

for over 50 years from 1921

ALMOST EVERYTHING IN ROOFING
AND SHEET METAL

GOODRICH ROOFING IN
ALBUQUERQUE FOR GOOD
OUR CRE DE N T IA LS . . . THO USA NDS OF
SAT IS FIE D CUS T OME RS

FREE ESTIMATES

insta lled & serv iced by

(505 ) 345-1854

OVERHEAD DOOR COMPANY
of ALBUQUERQUE

3402 Stanford Drive, N. E.
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

Happiness is having a good roof by Goodrich

(505 ) 344-3467
2840 LOS ARBOLES AVE., N. E. 87107

L

UNISTRUT

Natural Gas
is America's Busiest Fuel.

NEW MEXICO

METAL FRAMING
TELESPAR TUBING
III" . n"UT

know why?
No other fuel does so much so well for so many
people. Gas cooks their meals, warms their
homes, heats their water, dries their clothes, and
fires the ind ustria l equipment that adds so many
good things to modern living.
There has to be a reason why gas is America's
busiest fuel. And there is. Natural gas is fast,
efficient, dependable, and low in cost. It's a fact
that 37V2 million bill-paying customers have been
happy to discover.

movable partitions
wire mesh partitions
toilet partitions
steel shelving and racks
4 20 PAN AMERICAN HIGHWAY, N.E•• P.O. BOX 3128
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO 87110
PHONE 505 345-2405

You won't find any other fuel that can come up to
gas in all these respects. That's why gas is now
meeting one-third of the nation 's total energy
requirements. And why th is word is truer than
ever:

6.
.
.
GAS

If you want the job done eight
SOUTH RN UNION
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do it with gas.
COMPANY
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